I
n this modern world of Internet-based commerce, "influencers" can affect substantive actions of many people. But in everyday life, good mentors can affect profound changes in the small number of lives they influence. From my earliest experiences in college, I have had the benefit of mentors who took an interest in me, spent time with me, and dramatically changed my life trajectory: mentors are true influencers.
My parents did not go to college, but they encouraged me to pursue higher education after high school. Their wise advice was to focus on doing something that was of interest to me and not worry about employment opportunities. I did well in Latin in high school, so I thought I could major in the classics in college and become a high school teacher. But I took first year chemistry from Professor Edward K. Mellon in 1966 at Florida State University (FSU), and it was he who inspired me to major in chemistry after less than a month. After learning that he did research in addition to teaching, I approached him after a class and asked "Can I come and watch you do chemistry?" He encouraged me to do so! I loved the chemistry research laboratory. After a year, I asked my chemistry advisor, Professor Jack Saltiel, whether I could get a job in his lab washing glassware. I needed the money, and he offered me a job, but as a research assistant to a PhD student, not just a glass washer! Soon I had my own research project. Saltiel posed a problem where I could create new knowledge to answer an important question in chemistry. I learned that doing science is much more stimulating that just learning about science. Saltiel was a truly outstanding mentor, helping me to execute an original research project and to present the results in a written document and orally. He guided me to think beyond a BS degree and to consider graduate school. It was Saltiel's PhD experience at Caltech that stimulated me to pursue admission there and to aspire to work with his PhD mentor, Professor George S. Hammond.
It was the very positive recommendation from Saltiel that won admission for me to the PhD program in chemistry at Caltech. Good mentors spend time advocating for those they advise and nurture, and Saltiel expended much time on my behalf. I learned a lot at FSU, and became convinced that the PhD degree from Caltech would prepare me for a career as a research scientist in the chemical industry. With my experience in organic photochemistry with Saltiel and Hammond's legendary contributions in the field, I felt that I could make good progress on a PhD research project in photochemistry. Upon arriving at Caltech in the beginning of 1970, I found that Hammond had a huge research group and was also the Head of the Division of Chemistry and Chemical Engineering, seemingly too busy to take on another PhD student.
But I soon learned of the friendship and collaboration of Hammond with Professor Harry B. Gray. (See the accompanying editorial, DOI 10.1021/acscentsci.9b00840.) Hammond told me of Gray's potential interest in photochemistry, and I became enamored with the idea of doing inorganic photochemistry for my PhD. I approached both mentors and each agreed to take me on. With a laboratory just down the hall from Gray's office, I anticipated close mentoring from Gray while Hammond would be less available as Head of the Division in another building. Gray turned out to be extremely busy, too, with a very large group and frequent travel. It seemed to me that both my PhD mentors thought the other was mentoring me! The excellent mentorship I received from Saltiel prepared me for this complex situation, and it was possible for me to develop with a high degree of independence.
But both Gray and Hammond gave me the "rug" time whenever needed. They were available to talk through problems, and they were more on top of my progress than I realized. In the fall of 1971, Hammond came into my research lab and said "There's a job open at Harvard, and I think you ought to apply for it." Shocked, having thought the chemical industry would be my aspiration, the allure of academia became central in my life. Harvard did receive an application from me, and so, too, did many other universities. Gray and Hammond both critiqued my applications and proposed research plans. Thanks to their strong recommendations, many interviews were granted, and I won the opportunity to join the chemistry department at MIT. But the mentorship of Gray and Hammond did not stop then: they continued to be valued advisors, providing recommendations and helping me to build an independent career in teaching and research. In fact, mentorship of one's PhD students is a career-long endeavor.
After 15 years at MIT, in 1987 my career took a sharp turn. Having been mentored well by MIT colleagues, especially Professors Glenn Berchtold, James Kinsey, John Deutch, Robert Silbey, and George Whitesides, I felt that I should "give back" and accept the Dean's offer to be Head of the Department of Chemistry. Also, I realized that if I ever wanted to do anything else in administration, such experience would be essential. Three years later, MIT's new president, Charles M. Vest, tapped me to become provost. Vest, like my chemistry colleagues, proved to be an excellent mentor, too, and I soon received invitations to interview for presidencies and chancellorships. 
